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House of Burgess: Obama stifles 
then scolds press 


President decries Trump's free advertising 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune columnist 


During a speech March 27, President Obama took to the podium at 
Syracuse University on the occasion of the 2016 Toner Prize Celebration “to 
honor excellence in political reporting,” according to a press release. The 
prize is named for the late New York Times national political correspondent 
Robin Toner, who died in 2008 at age 54 from colon cancer. After praising 
Toner’s legacy of excellence in reporting, he laid into the media for often 


acting as stenographers instead of gatekeepers. 


“A job well done is about more than just handing someone a microphone. It 
is to probe and to question, and to dig deeper, and to demand more,” 


Obama said. “The electorate would be better served if that happened.” 


Without mentioning him by name, the president was clearly referring to the 
breathless broadcasting of every utterance of potential Republican 
presidential nominee Donald Trump. Obama was, in part, reacting to a New 
York Times report about how much free advertising Trump has been given 


by the media as compared to other candidates. 


“Trump earned $400 million worth of free media last month, about what 
John McCain spent on his entire 2008 presidential campaign,” reported 
Nicholas Confessore and Karen Yourish March 15. “Over the course of the 
campaign, he has earned close to $2 billion worth of media attention, about 
twice the all-in price of the most expensive presidential campaigns in 


history.” 


Obama said he wouldn’t mind this if it also came with some degree of 


scrutiny from the press. 


“It would be better served if billions of dollars in free media came with 
serious accountability, especially when politicians issue unworkable plans 
or make promises they can’t keep,” he said. “And there are reporters here 
who know they can’t keep them. I know that’s a shocking concept that 


politicians would do that. But without a press that asks tough questions, 


voters take them at their word. When people put their faith in someone who 
can’t possibly deliver on his or her promises, that only breeds more 


cynicism.” 


In January 2009, as a newly elected Obama was greeting his senior White 
House staff at the dawn of his administration, he outlined a vision of 


frankness. 
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“T will ... hold myself as president to a new standard of openness,” he said. 
“Let me say it as simply as I can: Transparency and the rule of law will be 


the touchstones of this presidency.” 


As we enter the last months of his second term, it’s clear Obama’s promise 


of candidness with the press has fallen short, to say the least: 


e “The quotations come back redacted, stripped of colorful metaphors, 
colloquial language and anything even mildly provocative. They are sent by 
email from the Obama headquarters in Chicago to reporters who have 
interviewed campaign officials under one major condition: the press office 
has veto power over what statements can be quoted and attributed by 


name.” — July 15, 2012, Jeremy W. Peters, The New York Times. 


e “Since Obama entered the White House in 2009, his government has 
waged a war against whistleblowers and official leakers. On his watch, 
there have been eight prosecutions under the 1917 Espionage Act — more 
than double those under all previous presidents combined.” — March 16, 


2015, Spencer Ackerman and Ed Pilkington, The Guardian. 


e “The Obama administration set a record again for censoring government 
files or outright denying access to them last year under the U.S. Freedom of 
Information Act, according to a new analysis of federal data by The 


Associated Press.” — March 18, 2015, The Associated Press. 


So, as a journalist, it’s particularly rich to hear Obama tut-tutting my 
profession. It’s not that the president is wrong on these points; it’s just that 
he’s one of the last people who should be making them. During his first 
presidential campaign he, too, benefited from far more adoring media 
attention than his competitors. And, if he wants to lecture us, maybe his 
administration should stop enacting policies that make it harder to do our 


jobs. 


Rob Burgess, Tribune night editor, may be reached by calling 765-454-8577, 
via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com or on Twitter at 


twitter.com/robaburg. 


